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The Greatest Christmas Novels in One Volume (Illustrated) is a captivating anthology that weaves the magical essence of Christmas through a rich tapestry of storytelling. Embracing themes of hope, kindness, and the spirit of giving, this collection showcases a splendid diversity of literary styles ranging from poignant narratives to heartwarming family tales, all set in the context of the 19th and early 20th centuries. With standout pieces featuring enchanted adventures, Victorian holiday cheer, and idyllic countryside celebrations, the anthology encapsulates the multifaceted nature of Christmas, appealing to both nostalgic and contemporary sensibilities. Compiled from the imaginative minds of esteemed authors such as Johanna Spyri, Charles Dickens, L. Frank Baum, and Louisa May Alcott, among others, this collection is a testament to the timeless relevance and evocative power of their works. Each author, celebrated for their unique narrative voice and contribution to literature, draws from personal, historical, and cultural contexts to explore the universal themes that continue to define Christmas. Through these diverse perspectives, the volume bridges literary movements including Romanticism, Victorianism, and early Modernism, offering readers a kaleidoscope of experiences and reflections tied to the Christmas spirit. For those seeking an enriching literary journey, The Greatest Christmas Novels in One Volume (Illustrated) presents an unparalleled opportunity to explore a plethora of perspectives and styles centered around a beloved holiday. This anthology not only invites readers to indulge in its educational and historical merit but also encourages a deeper understanding of the season's emotional and cultural significance. A celebration of artistic dialogue among authors, this volume is a cherished keepsake that fosters both reflection and festive cheer, making it an ideal addition to any book collection.
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In "5 Christmas Books," Charles Dickens weaves a tapestry of festive narratives that illuminate the spirit of Christmas through a lens of social critique and empathy. This collection includes the beloved "A Christmas Carol," a poignant tale that underscores the potential for personal redemption, alongside lesser-known stories that explore themes of generosity, familial bonds, and social responsibility. Dickens's masterful prose combines rich characterizations and vivid settings with a rhythmic cadence, crafting a timeless literary experience that resonates with the morals and values of the Victorian era. Charles Dickens, an eminent figure of 19th-century literature, drew upon his own experiences of hardship and societal disparity to inform his festive writings. Having witnessed the stark contrasts between wealth and poverty during his youth, Dickens envisioned Christmas as a catalyst for change, a means to uplift and instill hope within communities. His passionate advocacy for social reforms is intricately woven into these tales, reflecting his dedication to illuminating the plight of the underprivileged while celebrating the joys of human connection. I highly recommend "5 Christmas Books" to both seasoned Dickens enthusiasts and newcomers. This collection not only offers a canvas of heartwarming narratives that celebrate the holiday spirit but also serves as a thoughtful reminder of the importance of compassion and altruism throughout the year. Allow these stories to inspire reflective joy in your own seasonal traditions.
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Excellent Women, a seminal work in the canon of 20th-century British literature, artfully intertwines elements of social commentary and character study within its narrative. Set in the post-World War II era, the novel delves into the lives of women navigating a patriarchal society, exploring themes of independence, societal expectation, and personal identity. Written in a sharp, observational style characteristic of its literary context, the book juxtaposes the mundane with the profound, often using wit and irony to critique the status quo. The protagonist, Millicent, embodies the tensions of 'excellent women''Äîthose who excel in their roles yet grapple with their own desires for fulfillment beyond domestic spheres. Authored by Barbara Pym, a notable figure in English literature, Excellent Women reflects her own experiences and observations as a single woman in a male-dominated literary world. Pym'Äôs keen insights were shaped by her extensive academic background, particularly her studies in anthropology, which equipped her with a profound understanding of human relationships. Throughout her life, Pym drew inspiration from her encounters with various social circles, infusing her narrative with authenticity and depth. This novel is highly recommended for those seeking to explore the complexities of gender roles and societal standards in mid-20th century Britain. Pym'Äôs deft characterizations and subtle humor invite readers to reflect on the nuances of everyday life, making Excellent Women a compelling read for scholars and casual readers alike.
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In 'The Man in the Queue,' Josephine Tey introduces readers to a compelling mystery imbued with rich characterization and an exploration of societal norms in early 20th-century England. The narrative unfolds when a man is murdered in a queue outside a theater, thrusting Inspector Alan Grant into a labyrinthine investigation where the public's perceptions and prejudices become critical to solving the crime. Tey's skilled use of dialogue and vivid descriptions paints a lively backdrop, while her innovative plotting invites readers to grapple with themes of justice and morality, establishing this work as a trailblazer in the detective fiction genre. Josephine Tey, a prominent figure in the crime literature sphere, was known for her keen psychological insight and ability to weave historical context into her narratives. Her background as an accomplished playwright undoubtedly contributed to her narrative flair, while her personal experiences with social dynamics would have sharpened her understanding of human behavior. 'The Man in the Queue' showcases her ability to comment on the intricate web of social interactions, revealing the interplay between individual motives and collective assumptions. This novel is recommended for readers who appreciate intricate plots laced with social commentary and character depth. Tey's debut not only engages with suspenseful storytelling but also provides a fascinating lens through which to examine societal constructs of her era. A must-read for mystery aficionados and scholars of literature alike.
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In "A Writer's Diary," Virginia Woolf presents a rich tapestry of her reflections on the writing process, weaving together personal insights and literary musings that illuminate the struggles and joys of the creative endeavor. Written with her characteristic stream-of-consciousness style, this collection showcases Woolf's profound understanding of the artistic psyche and the intricacies of literary craftsmanship. Set against the backdrop of early 20th-century modernism, the diary entries reveal Woolf's engagement with contemporary thought, as she grapples with themes of identity, gender, and the complexities of narrative form. Virginia Woolf, a central figure in modernist literature, was not only an accomplished novelist but also a keen observer of her own creative journey. The diary entries span a period of significant literary evolution, offering readers a glimpse into the mind of a writer who sought to challenge societal norms and elevate the voice of women in literature. Her own struggles with mental health and the constraints of her time shaped her perspectives, providing depth to her reflections on both the art of writing and its implications for personal and societal truth. "A Writer's Diary" is an essential read for anyone interested in the mechanics of writing and the inner workings of a literary genius. Woolf's poignant observations resonate with both aspiring writers and seasoned professionals, making this work a timeless exploration of creativity that encourages readers to ponder their own artistic journeys. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A succinct Introduction situates the work's timeless appeal and themes. - The Synopsis outlines the central plot, highlighting key developments without spoiling critical twists. - A detailed Historical Context immerses you in the era's events and influences that shaped the writing. - An Author Biography reveals milestones in the author's life, illuminating the personal insights behind the text. - A thorough Analysis dissects symbols, motifs, and character arcs to unearth underlying meanings. - Reflection questions prompt you to engage personally with the work's messages, connecting them to modern life. - Hand‐picked Memorable Quotes shine a spotlight on moments of literary brilliance. - Interactive footnotes clarify unusual references, historical allusions, and archaic phrases for an effortless, more informed read.
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    In this Highland narrative, the tension between the urge to possess and the duty to care—over land, heritage, and the lives interwoven by place—animates a reflective story in which conscience, kinship, and the pressures of modern change strain old loyalties, unsettle new ambitions, and ask whether what we hold is a right to be asserted or a trust to be kept with humility, so that the measure of wealth becomes not accumulation but generosity, the measure of strength not dominance but fidelity, and the measure of home not title or boundary but the shared bonds that make a people.

What’s Mine’s Mine — Complete is a novel by the Scottish writer George MacDonald, a major Victorian author known for fiction that unites moral inquiry with vivid settings. First published in the 1880s, it belongs to his series of Scottish novels and is set in the nineteenth-century Highlands. Readers encounter a work of regional and domestic realism shaped by the era’s social currents and spiritual concerns. While not a fantasy, it bears the ethical seriousness and imaginative sympathy often associated with MacDonald, situating private choices within a wider landscape of community, custom, and the material realities of land and livelihood.

Without departing from everyday life, the book opens upon a Highland community whose patterns of work, worship, and hospitality face the intrusions and allurements of new money and imported habits. Neighboring households, each with its own pride and vulnerabilities, find themselves in a web of encounters that expose contrasting ideas of honor, obligation, and success. The premise promises an experience at once intimate and panoramic: measured narrative pacing, searching conversation, and landscape description that mirrors the story’s ethical weather. Rather than sensational turns, the novel offers the quiet intensities of principle tested by circumstance and affection tempered by the claims of place.

At the heart of the book lies a sustained meditation on ownership: not merely who holds title, but what it means to hold anything rightly. MacDonald explores stewardship over possession, hospitality over exclusion, and fidelity over display. Questions of class, education, and urban fashion meet the dignity of local knowledge and long memory. Tradition and progress are not caricatured; each is examined for what it preserves or discards of human flourishing. Faith, understood as a lived posture rather than a slogan, informs the moral horizon, inviting readers to consider how humility, justice, and mercy might share the same field.

These preoccupations remain strikingly relevant. Contemporary debates about land use, ecological care, and the responsibilities of wealth find an early, humane articulation in the novel’s dilemmas. It asks what belonging requires, how communities can endure amid economic pressure, and what counts as prosperity when measured against integrity. The story’s patient attention to courtesy, truth-telling, and mutual aid challenges hurried judgments and transactional thinking. Readers attuned to questions of identity and place will recognize the costs of forgetting where values are rooted, and the possibilities that open when personal aspiration bends toward the common good without surrendering courage or clarity.

Stylistically, the novel blends clear, deliberate prose with passages of lyrical description, allowing mountain, moor, and weather to become moral companions to the action. Dialogue carries social nuance and interior movement; reflective chapters widen the view without losing the thread of character. The tone is earnest but often tender, capable of gentle irony without cruelty. MacDonald’s narrative voice guides rather than dictates, drawing ethical meanings from lived scenes rather than abstract lecture. The effect is immersive and contemplative, a cadence that rewards unhurried reading and invites the mind to linger where language, landscape, and conscience meet.

Approached on its own terms, What’s Mine’s Mine offers a deeply grounded, spoiler-safe journey through quiet conflicts that matter: how to keep faith with people and place, how to wield influence without harm, and how to recognize the difference between a claim and a calling. Expect a novel more reflective than sensational, rich in setting and steady in moral weight. Its satisfactions come from insight, integrity, and the gradual illumination of motive. For readers today, it provides both a window into the Victorian Highlands and a mirror for enduring questions about property, promise, and the ties that make a home.
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    Set in a remote Highland glen, the story introduces Alister Macruadh, the young chief of a diminished clan, his devout mother, and his gifted brother Ian. Though born to leadership, Alister works the soil beside his people, sharing their poverty after generations of loss. The glen’s life moves with seasons, worship, and communal labor, preserving Gaelic customs under pressure from modern change. Early chapters sketch the bonds of kinship, the reverence for land as a trust, and the quiet dignity of a household that values character over display. Against this backdrop, small incidents of hospitality and neighborly care define the Macruadhs’ place among their tenants.

A disruptive contrast enters with Peregrine Palmer, a wealthy industrialist who purchases a neighboring estate for sport and status. He arrives with his fashionable household, including his wife and two daughters, Christina and Mercy, expecting the Highlands to yield to his convenience. The new owners bring carriages, guests, and an air of superiority that unsettles local rhythms. First meetings between the Palmers and the Macruadhs are courteous yet revealing, as assumptions about rank and possession emerge. Palmer’s plans for deer and display conflict with crofters’ rights and needs, and a subtle rivalry of values begins to shape every encounter between the two families.

Social visits, shared excursions on the hills, and winter gatherings deepen the portrayal of this rivalry. Alister’s courtesy and Ian’s imagination impress the sisters differently: Christina enjoys admiration and novelty; Mercy listens, observes, and questions her upbringing. At ceilidhs and firesides, stories and songs express the glen’s history, while table talk in the Palmer lodge measures people by wealth and fashion. Mrs. Macruadh’s quiet wisdom contrasts with the restless ambitions of the newcomers. Without overt conflict, attraction and curiosity draw the households together, yet the ground is laid for choices about money, marriage, and the meaning of nobility that cannot be postponed forever.

Incidents on the moor and mountain test character and forge new loyalties. A dangerous day among crags and mists, a flooded burn, and a night of Highland hospitality serve as proving grounds. The Macruadhs’ practical courage, self-restraint, and readiness to serve become plain to those who witness them. Christina enjoys the romance of peril and rescue, yet measures prospects by social expectation. Mercy, affected by what she sees in the chief’s home, begins learning from the mother’s discipline of cheerful thrift and reverent duty. The brothers’ hard work on their little farm and their tender care for dependents reveal a nobility independent of income.

Pressure mounts as estate policies tighten and sporting interests expand. Game laws are enforced with zeal, grazing is curtailed, and talk of further clearances circulates through the cottages. Alister pleads for justice and mercy, arguing that land is a trust for human good, not simply an instrument of pleasure or profit. Palmer insists on legal rights and the enjoyment of what he has bought. A series of confrontations, sometimes courteous and sometimes heated, explores these irreconcilable views. The glen’s economics are laid bare, and the tenants’ precarious future becomes the stage on which questions of conscience, ownership, and stewardship must be decided.

Personal stakes sharpen the controversy. Affection grows across the class divide, yet is shadowed by parental objections, financial realities, and competing ideals of happiness. Alister will not disguise his poverty or barter his duty to his people for advancement. Ian faces prospects that may take him far from the glen, bringing his gifts to bear in service beyond home. Christina balances vanity, fear, and genuine feeling, while Mercy quietly subjects her heart to the truths she is learning. Proposals and promises are contemplated, but answers are delayed as each must choose whether love means convenience, compromise, or costly alignment with principle.

A decisive phase begins with misfortune and public strain that make private convictions visible. Money grows scarcer, and the means of maintaining the clan in place dwindle. Alister considers sacrifices that could secure his people a future, even if it alters his own. The tenants gather, pray, and weigh their options with the old deference to providence. At the lodge, Palmer measures liabilities and reputation, while his family confronts what their presence has done in the glen. The sisters find themselves tested by the contrast between glittering prospects and the plain path of duty, and relationships reach their most perilous balance.

The final movement unfolds through departures, preparations, and quiet resolutions rather than spectacle. Journeys are planned, responsibilities are transferred, and the glen’s landscape acquires new owners and new uses. Partings are marked by letters, gifts, and blessings, showing how deeply the earlier choices have shaped character. Without announcing outcomes in advance, the narrative allows each figure to arrive where conviction and circumstance lead. Some embrace diminished comfort for the sake of integrity; others learn, more slowly, what possession cannot secure. The Highlands remain, altered yet enduring, as the story’s human ties stretch across distance without breaking.

The book closes by gathering its meanings into a clear assertion: what seems mine is safest when held as entrusted, not absolute. Through contrasting households and intertwined affections, it demonstrates that ownership without stewardship corrodes, while renunciation preserves freedom and hope. The fates of laird, tenants, and incomers are presented without sensational revelation, yet the moral trajectory is unambiguous. Nobility is measured by service; love proves itself in sacrifice; wealth finds its worth only when it serves life. In this restrained fashion, the novel leaves readers with a vision of rightful possession that is social, spiritual, and durable.
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    Set chiefly in the Scottish Highlands in the later nineteenth century, the book inhabits glens where remnant clan communities, Gaelic speech, and pastoral economies meet the pressures of Victorian capitalism. MacDonald situates his narrative amid Argyll- and Inverness-shire landscapes being reorganized into sheep-walks and deer forests, and amid estates newly purchased by industrial fortunes from the Lowlands and England. Rail and steamer links have begun to draw tourists and sportsmen north, while crofters struggle with rents, land hunger, and emigration. The temporal horizon aligns with the 1870s–1880s, a decade of crofter agitation and inquiry, allowing the novel to dramatize late-Clearance aftershocks and debates on ownership, stewardship, and communal obligation.

The Highland Clearances, a long process of estate reorganization and eviction from the 1760s to the 1860s, form the decisive historical backdrop. In Sutherland (1811–1821), under the Countess of Sutherland and her agents William Young and Patrick Sellar, thousands were removed from inland townships like Strathnaver to coastal crofts; village burnings in 1814 and Sellar’s controversial trial (1816–1817) became emblematic of the period’s harshness. Similar transformations occurred across Ross-shire, Inverness-shire, and the Hebrides, replacing mixed subsistence farming with large sheep runs and, later, sporting preserves. By mid-century many districts had lost a third or more of their population through eviction and emigration to Canada, the United States, and Australasia. In the 1880s, resistance resurfaced: the Battle of the Braes on Skye (April 1882) and the Glendale agitation (1882) involved rent strikes, police deployments, and the imprisonment of crofter leaders. The British government appointed the Napier Commission (1883–1884), chaired by Lord Napier and Ettrick, to take evidence in fifteen counties; its volumes documented rack-renting, land scarcity, and the conversion of arable to deer forest. The Crofters’ Holdings (Scotland) Act 1886 followed, granting security of tenure, fair-rent adjudication, and compensation for improvements—core demands championed by the Highland Land League (founded 1882 and influenced by Irish land reform). MacDonald’s narrative, published in this charged climate, mirrors the struggle over land and law: it depicts a conscientious Highland chief defending his people’s customary needs against moneyed purchasers and the conversion of commons into private playgrounds. The title’s insistent claim on property resonates ironically with the statutory redefinition of who may justly say “mine”—the crofter with recognized improvements and tenure, as much as the landlord with inherited title.

The expansion of sporting estates and deer forests in the mid- to late nineteenth century transformed Highland land use. By the time of the Napier Commission (1883), deer forests covered roughly 1.7 million acres, rising to well over 3 million by the early twentieth century, much of it in Inverness-shire, Sutherland, and Ross. English and Lowland industrialists purchased estates to pursue stag-stalking and grouse, displacing sheep and constraining crofting townships. Game laws prioritized sport over subsistence, and seasonal labor shifted toward ghillie and lodge service. The novel pointedly stages stalking parties and the moral debate they provoke, contrasting a chief’s stewardship with the extractive leisure of wealthy sporting tenants.

Victorian industrial capitalism—especially coal and iron—generated the fortunes that bought Highland estates. UK coal output rose from about 50 million tons in 1850 to over 110 million by 1870, and iron production approached 8 million tons by the same decade. Mines and Collieries Acts (1842) and the Mines Regulation Act (1872) reshaped labor, safety, and management while consolidating capital. New tycoons sought social ascent through land acquisition, importing urban wealth and values into rural Scotland. MacDonald draws on this reality in portraying a mine-owning magnate who treats an estate as an emblem of status and control; the title’s pun underscores the ethical contest between capital’s “mine” and communal land claims.

Royal patronage and improved transport accelerated Highland gentrification. Queen Victoria’s first Scottish tour (1842), her lease and then purchase of Balmoral (leased 1848; purchased 1852), and her popular books—Leaves from the Journal of Our Life in the Highlands (1868) and More Leaves (1884)—popularized a romantic image of Highland life and sport. Railways connected Perth to Inverness by the early 1860s, the Highland Railway was consolidated in 1865, and the Callander–Oban line reached Oban in 1880, while steamers knit together sea-lochs and islands. These networks brought seasonal tourists, sportsmen, and estate-builders north. The novel reflects this influx in its encounters between local clanspeople and fashionable visitors whose tastes reshape land and labor.

Military recruitment and imperial warfare also marked Highland society. From the Napoleonic Wars (1793–1815) through the Crimean War (1853–1856) and the Indian Uprising (1857–1858), regiments like the 42nd (Black Watch), 79th (Cameron Highlanders), and 93rd (Sutherland Highlanders) drew heavily on crofting districts. The famous “thin red line” of the 93rd at Balaclava (1854) symbolized Highland martial renown, yet enlistment drained communities of young men and reinforced hierarchical bonds to lairds who had historically raised regiments. MacDonald’s story acknowledges this martial ethos—officers and veterans appear with habits of duty and sacrifice—while asking whether loyalty to clan and crown excuses the neglect of tenants’ material rights at home.

Gaelic language and culture were pressured by state schooling and migration. The Education (Scotland) Act 1872 created School Boards and compulsory attendance, but Gaelic received no official standing; pupils were often punished for speaking it, accelerating linguistic decline. The 1881 census recorded over 230,000 Gaelic speakers, concentrated in Inverness-shire, Ross and Cromarty, and the Hebrides, yet numbers fell thereafter through emigration and anglicization. Cultural groups such as the Gaelic Society of Inverness (founded 1871) worked to preserve literature and tradition. The novel’s respectful attention to Gaelic customs, hospitality, and kinship counters prevailing stereotypes, casting the community’s moral economy as an implicit challenge to the anglicized, cash-driven order.

As social and political critique, the book interrogates Victorian property ideology, exposing how title and capital eclipse stewardship, neighbor-love, and the common good. It indicts the conversion of arable land into private preserves, the displacement of crofters under the guise of improvement, and the fashionable tourism that commodifies a living culture. Class divides are rendered through encounters between clan leadership and nouveaux riches estate-buyers, whose pursuit of status and sport disregards customary rights. By aligning its ethical arc with the contemporaneous crofter reforms, the narrative argues for accountable landholding, community security, and a justice that measures ownership not by wealth but by service to the people and place.
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CHAPTER I.

HOW COME THEY THERE?

The room was handsomely furnished, but such as I would quarrel with
none for calling common, for it certainly was uninteresting. Not a
thing in it had to do with genuine individual choice, but merely
with the fashion and custom of the class to which its occupiers
belonged. It was a dining-room, of good size, appointed with all the
things a dining-room "ought" to have, mostly new, and entirely
expensive—mirrored sideboard in oak; heavy chairs, just the dozen,
in fawn-coloured morocco seats and backs—the dining-room, in short,
of a London-house inhabited by rich middle-class people. A big fire
blazed in the low round-backed grate, whose flashes were reflected
in the steel fender and the ugly fire-irons that were never used. A
snowy cloth of linen, finer than ordinary, for there was pride in
the housekeeping, covered the large dining-table, and a company,
evidently a family, was eating its breakfast. But how come these
people THERE?

For, supposing my reader one of the company, let him rise from the
well-appointed table—its silver, bright as the complex motions of
butler's elbows can make it; its china, ornate though not elegant;
its ham, huge, and neither too fat nor too lean; its game-pie, with
nothing to be desired in composition, or in flavour natural or
artificial;—let him rise from these and go to the left of the two
windows, for there are two opposite each other, the room having been
enlarged by being built out: if he be such a one as I would have for
a reader, might I choose—a reader whose heart, not merely his eye,
mirrors what he sees—one who not merely beholds the outward shows
of things, but catches a glimpse of the soul that looks out of them,
whose garment and revelation they are;—if he be such, I say, he
will stand, for more than a moment, speechless with something akin
to that which made the morning stars sing together.

He finds himself gazing far over western seas, while yet the sun is
in the east. They lie clear and cold, pale and cold, broken with
islands scattering thinner to the horizon, which is jagged here and
there with yet another. The ocean looks a wild, yet peaceful
mingling of lake and land. Some of the islands are green from shore
to shore, of low yet broken surface; others are mere rocks, with a
bold front to the sea, one or two of them strange both in form and
character. Over the pale blue sea hangs the pale blue sky, flecked
with a few cold white clouds that look as if they disowned the earth
they had got so high—though none the less her children, and doomed
to descend again to her bosom. A keen little wind is out, crisping
the surface of the sea in patches—a pretty large crisping to be
seen from that height, for the window looks over hill above hill to
the sea. Life, quiet yet eager, is all about; the solitude itself is
alive, content to be a solitude because it is alive. Its life needs
nothing from beyond—is independent even of the few sails of fishing
boats that here and there with their red brown break the blue of the
water.

If my reader, gently obedient to my thaumaturgy, will now turn and
cross to the other window, let him as he does so beware of casting a
glance on his right towards the place he has left at the table, for
the room will now look to him tenfold commonplace, so that he too
will be inclined to ask, "How come these and their belongings
HERE—just HERE?"—let him first look from the window. There he sees
hills of heather rolling away eastward, at middle distance beginning
to rise into mountains, and farther yet, on the horizon, showing
snow on their crests—though that may disappear and return several
times before settling down for the winter. It is a solemn and very
still region—not a PRETTY country at all, but great—beautiful with
the beauties of colour and variety of surface; while, far in the
distance, where the mountains and the clouds have business together,
its aspect rises to grandeur. To his first glance probably not a
tree will be discoverable; the second will fall upon a solitary
clump of firs, like a mole on the cheek of one of the hills not far
off, a hill steeper than most of them, and green to the top.

Is my reader seized with that form of divine longing which wonders
what lies over the nearest hill? Does he fancy, ascending the other
side to its crest, some sweet face of highland girl, singing songs
of the old centuries while yet there was a people in these wastes?
Why should he imagine in the presence of the actual? why dream when
the eyes can see? He has but to return to the table to reseat
himself by the side of one of the prettiest of girls!

She is fair, yet with a glowing tinge under her fairness which
flames out only in her eyes, and seldom reddens her skin. She has
brown hair with just a suspicion of red and no more, and a waviness
that turns to curl at the ends. She has a good forehead, arched a
little, not without a look of habitation, though whence that comes
it might be hard to say. There are no great clouds on that sky of
the face, but there is a soft dimness that might turn to rain. She
has a straight nose, not too large for the imperfect yet decidedly
Greek contour; a doubtful, rather straight, thin-lipped mouth, which
seems to dissolve into a bewitching smile, and reveals perfect
teeth—and a good deal more to the eyes that can read it. When the
mouth smiles, the eyes light up, which is a good sign. Their shape
is long oval—and their colour when unlighted, much that of an
unpeeled almond; when she smiles, they grow red. She has an object
in life which can hardly be called a mission. She is rather tall,
and quite graceful, though not altogether natural in her movements.
Her dress gives a feathery impression to one who rather receives
than notes the look of ladies. She has a good hand—not the doll
hand so much admired of those who can judge only of quantity and
know nothing of quality, but a fine sensible hand,—the best thing
about her: a hand may be too small just as well as too large.

Poor mother earth! what a load of disappointing women, made fit for
fine things, and running all to self and show, she carries on her
weary old back! From all such, good Lord deliver us!—except it be
for our discipline or their awaking.

Near her at the breakfast table sits one of aspect so different,
that you could ill believe they belonged to the same family. She is
younger and taller—tall indeed, but not ungraceful, though by no
means beautiful. She has all the features that belong to a
face—among them not a good one. Stay! I am wrong: there were in
truth, dominant over the rest, TWO good features—her two eyes,
dark as eyes well could be without being all pupil, large, and
rather long like her sister's until she looked at you, and then they
opened wide. They did not flash or glow, but were full of the light
that tries to see—questioning eyes. They were simple eyes—I will
not say without arriere pensee, for there was no end of thinking
faculty, if not yet thought, behind them,—but honest eyes that
looked at you from the root of eyes, with neither attack nor defence
in them. If she was not so graceful as her sister, she was hardly
more than a girl, and had a remnant of that curiously lovely
mingling of grace and clumsiness which we see in long-legged growing
girls. I will give her the advantage of not being further described,
except so far as this—that her hair was long and black, that her
complexion was dark, with something of a freckly unevenness, and
that her hands were larger and yet better than her sister's.

There is one truth about a plain face, that may not have occurred to
many: its ugliness accompanies a condition of larger undevelopment,
for all ugliness that is not evil, is undevelopment; and so implies
the larger material and possibility of development. The idea of no
countenance is yet carried out, and this kind will take more
developing for the completion of its idea, and may result in a
greater beauty. I would therefore advise any young man of aspiration
in the matter of beauty, to choose a plain woman for wife—IF
THROUGH HER PLAINNESS SHE IS YET LOVELY IN HIS EYES; for the
loveliness is herself, victorious over the plainness, and her face,
so far from complete and yet serving her loveliness, has in it room
for completion on a grander scale than possibly most handsome faces.
In a handsome face one sees the lines of its coming perfection, and
has a glimpse of what it must be when finished: few are prophets
enough for a plain face. A keen surprise of beauty waits many a man,
if he be pure enough to come near the transfiguration of the homely
face he loved.

This plain face was a solemn one, and the solemnity suited the
plainness. It was not specially expressive—did not look specially
intelligent; there was more of latent than operative power in
it—while her sister's had more expression than power. Both were
lady-like; whether they were ladies, my reader may determine. There
are common ladies and there are rare ladies; the former MAY be
countesses; the latter MAY be peasants.

There were two younger girls at the table, of whom I will say
nothing more than that one of them looked awkward, promised to be
handsome, and was apparently a good soul; the other was pretty, and
looked pert.

The family possessed two young men, but they were not here; one was
a partner in the business from which his father had practically
retired; the other was that day expected from Oxford.

The mother, a woman with many autumnal reminders of spring about
her, sat at the head of the table, and regarded her queendom with a
smile a little set, perhaps, but bright. She had the look of a woman
on good terms with her motherhood, with society, with the
universe—yet had scarce a shadow of assumption on her countenance.
For if she felt as one who had a claim upon things to go pleasantly
with her, had she not put in her claim, and had it acknowledged? Her
smile was a sweet white-toothed smile, true if shallow, and a more
than tolerably happy one—often irradiating THE GOVERNOR
opposite—for so was the head styled by the whole family from mother
to chit.

He was the only one at the table on whose countenance a shadow—as
of some end unattained—was visible. He had tried to get into
parliament, and had not succeeded; but I will not presume to say
that was the source of the shadow. He did not look discontented, or
even peevish; there was indeed a certain radiance of success about
him-only above the cloudy horizon of his thick, dark eyebrows,
seemed to hang a thundery atmosphere. His forehead was large, but
his features rather small; he had, however, grown a trifle fat,
which tended to make up. In his youth he must have been very
nice-looking, probably too pretty to be handsome. In good health and
when things went well, as they had mostly done with him, he was
sweet-tempered; what he might be in other conditions was seldom
conjectured. But was that a sleeping thunder-cloud, or only the
shadow of his eyebrows?

He had a good opinion of himself-on what grounds I do not know; but
he was rich, and I know no better ground; I doubt if there is any
more certain soil for growing a good opinion of oneself. Certainly,
the more you try to raise one by doing what is right and worth
doing, the less you succeed.

Mr. Peregrine Palmer had finished his breakfast, and sat for a while
looking at nothing in particular, plunged in deep thought about
nothing at all, while the girls went on with theirs. He was a little
above the middle height, and looked not much older than his wife;
his black hair had but begun to be touched with silver; he seemed a
man without an atom of care more than humanity counts reasonable;
his speech was not unlike that of an Englishman, for, although born
in Glasgow, he had been to Oxford. He spoke respectfully to his
wife, and with a pleasant playfulness to his daughters; his manner
was nowise made to order, but natural enough; his grammar was as
good as conversation requires; everything was respectable about
him-and yet-he was one remove at least from a gentleman. Something
hard to define was lacking to that idea of perfection.

Mr. Peregrine Palmer's grandfather had begun to make the family
fortune by developing a little secret still in a remote highland
glen, which had acquired a reputation for its whisky, into a great
superterrene distillery. Both he and his son made money by it, and
it had "done well" for Mr. Peregrine also. With all three of them
the making of money had been the great calling of life. They were
diligent in business, fervent in spirit, serving Mammon, and
founding claim to consideration on the fact. Neither Jacob nor John
Palmer's worst enemy had ever called him a hypocrite: neither had
been suspected of thinking to serve Mammon and God. Both had gone
regularly to church, but neither had taught in a Sunday school, or
once gone to a week-day sermon. Peregrine had built a church and a
school. He did not now take any active part in the distillery, but
worked mainly in money itself.

Jacob, the son of a ship-chandler in Greenock, had never thought
about gentleman or no gentleman; but his son John had entertained
the difference, and done his best to make a gentleman of Peregrine;
and neither Peregrine nor any of his family ever doubted his
father's success; and if he had not quite succeeded, I would have
the blame laid on Peregrine and not on either father or grandfather.
For a man to GROW a gentleman, it is of great consequence that his
grandfather should have been an honest man; but if a man BE a
gentleman, it matters little what his grandfather or grandmother
either was. Nay—if a man be a gentleman, it is of the smallest
consequence, except for its own sake, whether the world counts him
one or not.

Mr. Peregrine Palmer rose from the table with a merry remark on the
prolongation of the meal by his girls, and went towards the door.

"Are you going to shoot?" asked his wife.

"Not to-day. But I am going to look after my guns. I daresay they've
got them all right, but there's nothing like seeing to a thing
yourself!"

Mr. Palmer had this virtue, and this very gentlemanlike way—that he
always gave his wife as full an answer as he would another lady. He
was not given to marital brevity.

He was there for the grouse-shooting—not exactly, only "as it
were." He did not care VERY much about the sport, and had he cared
nothing, would have been there all the same. Other people, in what
he counted his social position, shot grouse, and he liked to do what
other people did, for then he felt all right: if ever he tried the
gate of heaven, it would be because other people did. But the
primary cause of his being so far in the north was the simple fact
that he had had the chance of buying a property very cheap—a fine
property of mist and cloud, heather and rock, mountain and moor, and
with no such reputation for grouse as to enhance its price. "My
estate" sounded well, and after a time of good preserving he would
be able to let it well, he trusted. No sooner was it bought than his
wife and daughters were eager to visit it; and the man of business,
perceiving it would cost him much less if they passed their autumns
there instead of on the continent, proceeded at once to enlarge the
house and make it comfortable. If they should never go a second
time, it would, with its perfect appointments, make the shooting
there more attractive!

They had arrived the day before. The journey had been fatiguing, for
a great part of it was by road; but they were all in splendid
health, and not too tired to get up at a reasonable hour the next
day.

CHAPTER II.
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A SHORT GLANCE OVER THE SHOULDER.

Mr. Peregrine was the first of the Palmer family to learn that there
was a Palmer coat of arms. He learned it at college, and on this
wise.

One day a fellow-student, who pleased himself with what he called
philology, remarked that his father must have been a hit of a
humorist to name him Peregrine:—"except indeed it be a family
name!" he added.

"I never thought about it," said Peregrine. "I don't quite know what
you mean."

The fact was he had no glimmer of what he meant.

"Nothing profound," returned the other. "Only don't you see
Peregrine means pilgrim? It is the same as the Italian pellegrino,
from the Latin, peregrinus, which means one that goes about the
fields,—what in Scotland you call a LANDLOUPER."

"Well, but," returned Peregrine, hesitatingly, "I don't find myself
much wiser. Peregrine means a pilgrim, you say, but what of that?
All names mean something, I suppose! It don't matter much."

"What is your coat of arms?"

"I don't know."

"Why did your father call you Peregrine?"

"I don't know that either. I suppose because he liked the name."

"Why should he have liked it?" continued the other, who was given to
the Socratic method.

"I know no more than the man in the moon."

"What does your surname mean?"

"Something to do with palms, I suppose."

"Doubtless."

"You see I don't go in for that kind of thing like you!"

"Any man who cares about the cut of his coat, might have a little
curiosity about the cut of his name: it sits to him a good deal
closer!"

"That is true—so close that you can't do anything with it. I can't
pull mine off however you criticize it!"

"You can change it any day. Would you like to change it?"

"No, thank you, Mr. Stokes!" returned Peregrine dryly.

"I didn't mean with mine," growled the other. "My name is an
historical one too—but that is not in question.—Do you know your
crest ought to be a hairy worm?"

"Why?"

"Don't you know the palmer-worm? It got its name where you got
yours!"

"Well, we all come from Adam!"

"What! worms and all?"

"Surely. We're all worms, the parson says. Come, put me through;
it's time for lunch. Or, if you prefer, let me burst in ignorance. I
don't mind."

"Well, then, I will explain. The palmer was a pilgrim: when he came
home, he carried a palm-branch to show he had been to the holy
land."

"Did the hairy worm go to the holy land too?"

"He is called a palmer-worm because he has feet enough to go any
number of pilgrimages. But you are such a land-louper, you ought to
blazon two hairy worms saltier-wise."

"I don't understand."

"Why, your name, interpreted to half an ear, is just PILGRIM


PILGRIM!"



"I wonder if my father meant it!"

"That I cannot even guess at, not having the pleasure of knowing
your father. But it does look like a paternal joke!"

His friend sought out for him the coat and crest of the Palmers; but
for the latter, strongly recommended a departure: the fresh
family-branch would suit the worm so well!—his crest ought to be
two worms crossed, tufted, the tufts ouched in gold. It was not
heraldic language, but with Peregrine passed well enough. Still he
did not take to the worms, but contented himself with the ordinary
crest. He was henceforth, however, better pleased with his name, for
he fancied in it something of the dignity of a doubled surname.

His first glance at his wife was because she crossed the field of
his vision; his second glance was because of her beauty; his third
because her name was SHELLEY. It is marvellous how whimsically
sentimental commonplace people can be where their own interesting
personality is concerned: her name he instantly associated with
SCALLOP-SHELL, and began to make inquiry about her. Learning that
her other name was Miriam, one also of the holy land—

"A most remarkable coincidence!—a mere coincidence of course!" he
said to himself. "Evidently that is the woman destined to be the
companion of my pilgrimage!"

When their first child was born, the father was greatly exercised as
to a fitting name for him. He turned up an old botany book, and
sought out the scientific names of different palms. CHAMAEROPS would
not do, for it was a dwarf-palm; BORASSUS might do, seeing it was a
boy—only it stood for a FAN-PALM; CORYPHA would not be bad for a
girl, only it was the name of a heathen goddess, and would not go
well with the idea of a holy palmer. COCOA, PHOENIX, and ARECA, one
after the other, went in at his eyes and through his head; none of
them pleased him. His wife, however, who in her smiling way had
fallen in with his whim, helped him out of his difficulty. She was
the daughter of nonconformist parents in Lancashire, and had been
encouraged when a child to read a certain old-fashioned book called
The Pilgrim's Progress, which her husband had never seen. He did not
read it now, but accepting her suggestion, named the boy Christian.
When a daughter came, he would have had her Christiana, but his wife
persuaded him to be content with Christina. They named their second
son Valentine, after Mr. Valiant-for-truth. Their second daughter
was Mercy; and for the third and fourth, Hope and Grace seemed near
enough. So the family had a cool glow of puritanism about it, while
nothing was farther from the thoughts of any of them than what their
names signified. All, except the mother, associated them with the
crusades for the rescue of the sepulchre of the Lord from the
pagans; not a thought did one of them spend on the rescue of a live
soul from the sepulchre of low desires, mean thoughts, and crawling
selfishness.

CHAPTER III.
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THE GIRLS' FIRST WALK.

The Governor, Peregrine and Palmer as he was, did not care about
walking at any time, not even when he HAD to do it because other
people did; the mother, of whom there would have been little left
had the sweetness in her moral, and the house-keeping in her
practical nature, been subtracted, had things to see to within
doors: the young people must go out by themselves! They put on their
hats, and issued.

The temperature was keen, though it was now nearly the middle of
August, by which time in those northern regions the earth has begun
to get a little warm: the house stood high, and the atmosphere was
thin. There was a certain sense of sadness in the pale sky and its
cold brightness; but these young people felt no cold, and perceived
no sadness. The air was exhilarating, and they breathed deep breaths
of a pleasure more akin to the spiritual than they were capable of
knowing. For as they gazed around them, they thought, like Hamlet's
mother in the presence of her invisible husband, that they saw all
there was to be seen. They did not know nature: in the school to
which they had gone they patronized instead of revering her. She
wrought upon them nevertheless after her own fashion with her
children, unheedful whether they knew what she was about or not. The
mere space, the mere height from which they looked, the rarity of
the air, the soft aspiration of earth towards heaven, made them all
more of children.

But not one of them being capable of enjoying anything by herself,
together they were unable to enjoy much; and, like the miser who,
when he cannot much enjoy his money, desires more, began to desire
more company to share in the already withering satisfaction of their
new possession—to help them, that is, to get pleasure out of it, as
out of a new dress. It is a good thing to desire to share a good
thing, but it is not well to be unable alone to enjoy a good thing.
It is our enjoyment that should make us desirous to share. What is
there to share if the thing be of no value in itself? To enjoy alone
is to be able to share. No participation can make that of value
which in itself is of none. It is not love alone but pride also, and
often only pride, that leads to the desire for another to be present
with us in possession.

The girls grew weary of the show around them because it was so
quiet, so regardless of their presence, so moveless, so monotonous.
Endless change was going on, but it was too slow for them to see;
had it been rapid, its motions were not of a kind to interest them.
Ere half an hour they had begun to think with regret of Piccadilly
and Regent street—for they had passed the season in London. There
is a good deal counted social which is merely gregarious. Doubtless
humanity is better company than a bare hill-side; but not a little
depends on how near we come to the humanity, and how near we come to
the hill. I doubt if one who could not enjoy a bare hill-side alone,
would enjoy that hill-side in any company; if he thought he did, I
suspect it would be that the company enabled him, not to forget
himself in what he saw, but to be more pleasantly aware of himself
than the lone hill would permit him to be;—for the mere hill has
its relation to that true self which the common self is so anxious
to avoid and forget. The girls, however, went on and on, led mainly
by the animal delight of motion, the two younger making many a
diversion up the hill on the one side, and down the hill on the
other, shrieking at everything fresh that pleased them.

The house they had just left stood on the projecting shoulder of a
hill, here and there planted with firs. Of the hardy trees there was
a thicket at the back of the house, while toward the south, less
hardy ones grew in the shrubbery, though they would never, because
of the sea-breezes, come to any height. The carriage-drive to the
house joined two not very distant points on the same road, and there
was no lodge at either gate. It was a rough, country road, a good
deal rutted, and seldom repaired. Opposite the gates rose the steep
slope of a heathery hill, along the flank of which the girls were
now walking. On their right lay a piece of rough moorland, covered
with heather, patches of bracken, and coarse grass. A few yards to
the right, it sank in a steep descent. Such was the disposition of
the ground for some distance along the road—on one side the hill,
on the other a narrow level, and abrupt descent.

As they advanced they caught sight of a ruin rising above the brow
of the descent: the two younger darted across the heather toward it;
the two elder continued their walk along the road, gradually
descending towards a valley.

"I wonder what we shall see round the corner there!" said Mercy, the
younger of the two.

"The same over again, I suppose!" answered Christina. "What a rough
road it is! I've twice nearly sprained my ankle!"

"I was thinking of what I saw the other day in somebody's
travels—about his interest in every turn of the road, always
looking for what was to come next."

"Time enough when it comes, in my opinion!" rejoined Christina.

For she was like any other mirror—quite ready to receive what was
thrown upon her, but incapable of originating anything, almost
incapable of using anything.

As they descended, and the hill-side, here covered with bracken and
boulders, grew higher and higher above them, the valley, in front
and on the right, gradually opened, here and there showing a glimpse
of a small stream that cantered steadily toward the sea, now
tumbling over a rock, now sullen in a brown pool. Arriving at length
at a shoulder of the hill round which the road turned, a whole mile
of the brook lay before them. It came down a narrow valley, with
scraps of meadow in the bottom; but immediately below them the
valley was of some width, and was good land from side to side, where
green oats waved their feathery grace, and the yellow barley was
nearly ready for the sickle. No more than the barren hill, however,
had the fertile valley anything for them. Their talk was of the last
ball they were at.

The sisters were about as good friends as such negative creatures
could be; and they would be such friends all their lives, if on the
one hand neither of them grew to anything better, and on the other
no jealousy, or marked difference of social position through
marriage, intervened. They loved each other, if not tenderly, yet
with the genuineness of healthy family-habit—a thing not to be
despised, for it keeps the door open for something better. In itself
it is not at all to be reckoned upon, for habit is but the merest
shadow of reality. Still it is not a small thing, as families go, if
sisters and brothers do not dislike each other.

They were criticizing certain of the young men they had met at the
said ball. Being, in their development, if not in their nature,
commonplace, what should they talk about but clothes or young men?
And why, although an excellent type of its kind, should I take the
trouble to record their conversation? To read, it might have amused
me—or even interested, as may a carrot painted by a Dutchman; but
were I a painter, I should be sorry to paint carrots, and the girls'
talk is not for my pen. At the same time I confess myself incapable
of doing it justice. When one is annoyed at the sight of things
meant to be and not beautiful, there is danger of not giving them
even the poor fair-play they stand in so much the more need of that
it can do so little for them.

But now they changed the subject of their talk. They had come to a
point of the road not far from the ruin to which the children had
run across the heather.

"Look, Chrissy! It IS an old castle!" said Mercy. "I wonder whether
it is on our land!"

"Not much to be proud of!" replied the other. "It is nothing but the
walls of a square house!"

"Not just a common square house! Look at that pepper-pot on one of
the corners!—I wonder how it is all the old castles get deserted!"

"Because they are old. It's well to desert them before they tumble
down."

"But they wouldn't tumble down if they weren't neglected. Think of
Warwick castle! Stone doesn't rot like wood! Just see the thickness
of those walls!"

"Yes, they are thick! But stone too has its way of rotting.
Westminster palace is wearing through, flake by flake. The weather
will be at the lords before long."

"That's what Valentine would call a sign of the times. I say, what a
radical he is, Chrissy!—Look! the old place is just like an empty
egg-shell! I know, if it had been mine, I wouldn't have let it come
to that!"

"You say so because it never was yours: if it had been, you would
know how uncomfortable it was!"

"I should like to know," said Mercy, after a little pause, during
which they stood looking at the ruin, "whether the owners leave such
places because they get fastidious and want better, or because they
are too poor to keep them up! At all events a man must be poor to
SELL the house that belonged to his ancestors!—It must be miserable
to grow poor after being used to plenty!—I wonder whose is the old
place!"

"Oh, the governor's, I suppose! He has all hereabout for miles."

"I hope it is ours! I SHOULD like to build it up again! I would live
in it myself!"

"I'm afraid the governor won't advance your share for that purpose!"

"I love old things!" said Mercy.

"I believe you take your old doll to bed with you yet!" rejoined
Christina. "I am different to you!" she continued, with Frenchified
grammar; "I like things as new as ever I can have them!"

"I like new things well enough, Chrissy—you know I do! It is
natural. The earth herself has new clothes once a year. It is but
once a year, I grant!"

"Often enough for an old granny like her!"

"Look what a pretty cottage!—down there, half-way to the burn! It's
like an English cottage! Those we saw as we came along were either
like a piece of the earth, or so white as to look ghastly! This one
looks neat and comfortable, and has trees about it!"

The ruin, once a fortified house and called a castle, stood on a
sloping root or spur that ran from the hill down to the bank of the
stream, where it stopped abruptly with a steep scaur, at whose foot
lay a dark pool. On the same spur, half-way to the burn, stood a
low, stone-built, thatched cottage, with a little grove about it,
mostly of the hardy, contented, musical fir—a tree that would seem
to have less regard to earthly prosperity than most, and looks like
a pilgrim and a stranger: not caring much, it thrives where other
trees cannot. There might have been a hundred of them, mingled, in
strangest contrast, with a few delicate silver birches, about the
cottage. It stood toward the east side of the sinking ridge, which
had a steep descent, both east and west, to the fields below. The
slopes were green with sweet grass, and apparently smooth as a lawn.
Not far from where the cottage seemed to rest rather than rise or
stand, the burn rushed right against the side of the spur, as if to
go straight through it, but turned abruptly, and flowed along the
side to the end of it, where its way to the sea was open. On the
point of the ridge were a few more firs: except these, those about
the cottage, the mole on the hill-cheek, and the plantation about
the New House, up or down was not a tree to be seen. The girls stood
for a moment looking.

"It's really quite pretty!" said Christina with condescension. "It
has actually something of what one misses here so much—a certain
cosy look! Tidy it is too! As you say, Mercy, it might be in
England—only for the poverty of its trees.—And oh those wretched bare
hills!" she added, as she turned away and moved on.

"Wait till the heather is quite out: then you will have colour to
make up for the bareness."

"Tell true now, Mercy: that you are Scotch need not keep you from
speaking the truth:—don't you think heather just—well—just a
leetle magentaish?—not a colour to be altogether admired?—just a
little vulgar, don't you know? The fashion has changed so much
within the last few years!"

"No, I don't think so; and if I did I should be ashamed of it. I
suppose poor old mother Earth ought to go to the pre-Raphaelites to
be taught how to dress herself!"

Mercy spoke with some warmth, but Christina was not sufficiently
interested to be cross. She made no answer.

They were now at the part of the road which crossed the descending
spur as it left the hill-side. Here they stopped again, and looked
down the rocky slope. There was hardly anything green betwixt them
and the old ruin—little but stones on a mass of rock; but
immediately beyond the ruin the green began: there it seemed as if a
wave of the meadow had risen and overflowed the spur, leaving its
turf behind it. Catching sight of Hope and Grace as they ran about
the ruin, they went to join them, the one drawn by a vague interest
in the exuviae of vanished life, the other by mere curiosity to see
inside the care-worn, protesting walls. Through a gap that might
once have been a door, they entered the heart of the sad unhoping
thing dropt by the Past on its way to oblivion: nothing looks so
unlike life as a dead body, nothing so unfit for human dwelling as a
long-forsaken house.

Finding in one corner a broken stair, they clambered up to a gap in
the east wall; and as they reached it, heard the sound of a horse's
feet. Looking down the road, they saw a gig approaching with two
men. It had reached a part not so steep, and was coming at a trot.

"Why!" exclaimed Christina, "there's Val!—and some one with him!"

"I heard the governor say to mamma," returned Mercy, "that Val was
going to bring a college friend with him,—'for a pop at the
grouse,' he said. I wonder what he will be like!"

"He's a good-big-looking fellow," said Christina.

They drew nearer.

"You might have said a big, good-looking fellow!" rejoined Mercy.

"He really is handsome!—Now mind, Mercy, I was the first to
discover it!" said Christina.

"Indeed you were not!—At least I was the first to SAY it!" returned


Mercy. "But you will take him all to yourself anyhow, and I am sure


I don't care!"



Yet the girls were not vulgar—they were only common. They did and
said vulgar things because they had not the sensitive vitality to
shrink from them. They had not been well taught—that is roused to
LIVE: in the family was not a breath of aspiration. There was plenty
of ambition, that is, aspiration turned hell-ward. They thought
themselves as far from vulgar as any lady in any land, being in this
vulgar—that they despised the people they called vulgar, yet
thought much of themselves for not being vulgar. There was little in
them the world would call vulgar; but the world and its ways are
vulgar; its breeding will not pass with the ushers of the high
countries. The worst in that of these girls was a FAST, disagreeable
way of talking, which they owed to a certain governess they had had
for a while.

They hastened to the road. The gig came up. Valentine threw the
reins to his companion, jumped out, embraced his sisters, and seemed
glad to see them. Had he met them after a like interval at home, he
would have given them a cooler greeting; but he had travelled so
many miles that they seemed not to have met for quite a long time.

"My friend, Mr. Sercombe," he said, jerking his head toward the gig.

Mr. Sercombe raised his POT-LID—the last fashion in head-gear—and
acquaintance was made.

"We'll drive on, Sercombe," said Valentine, jumping up. "You see,
Chris, we're half dead with hunger! Do you think we shall find
anything to eat?"

"Judging by what we left at breakfast," replied Christina, "I should
say you will find enough for—one of you; but you had better go and
see."

CHAPTER IV.
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THE SHOP IN THE VILLAGE.

Two or three days have passed. The sun had been set for an hour, and
the night is already rather dark notwithstanding the long twilight
of these northern regions, for a blanket of vapour has gathered over
the heaven, and a few stray drops have begun to fall from it. A thin
wind now and then wakes, and gives a feeble puff, but seems
immediately to change its mind and resolve not to blow, but let the
rain come down. A drearier-looking spot for human abode it would be
difficult to imagine, except it were as much of the sandy Sahara, or
of the ashy, sage-covered waste of western America. A muddy road
wound through huts of turf—among them one or two of clay, and one
or two of stone, which were more like cottages. Hardly one had a
window two feet square, and many of their windows had no glass. In
almost all of them the only chimney was little more than a hole in
the middle of the thatch. This rendered the absence of glass in the
windows not so objectionable; for, left without ordered path to its
outlet, the smoke preferred a circuitous route, and lingered by the
way, filling the air. Peat-smoke, however, is both wholesome and
pleasant, nor was there mingled with it any disagreeable smell of
cooking. Outside were no lamps; the road was unlighted save by the
few rays that here and there crept from a window, casting a doubtful
glimmer on the mire.

One of the better cottages sent out a little better light, though
only from a tallow candle, through the open upper half of a door
horizontally divided in two. Except by that same half-door, indeed,
little light could enter the place, for its one window was filled
with all sorts of little things for sale. Small and inconvenient for
the humblest commerce, this was not merely the best, it was the only
shop in the hamlet.

There were two persons in it, one before and one behind the counter.


The latter was a young woman, the former a man.



He was leaning over the counter—whether from weariness,
listlessness, or interest in his talk with the girl behind, it would
not have been easy, in the dim light and deep shadow, to say. He
seemed quite at home, yet the young woman treated him with a marked,
though unembarrassed respect. The candle stood to one side of them
upon the counter, making a ghastly halo in the damp air; and in the
light puff that occasionally came in at the door, casting the shadow
of one of a pair of scales, now on this now on that of the two
faces. The young woman was tall and dark, with a large forehead:—so
much could be seen; but the sweetness of her mouth, the blueness
of her eyes, the extreme darkness of her hair, were not to be
distinguished. The man also was dark. His coat was of some rough
brown material, probably dyed and woven in the village, and his kilt
of tartan. They were more than well worn—looked even in that poor
light a little shabby. On his head was the highland bonnet called a
glengarry. His profile was remarkable—hardly less than grand, with
a certain aquiline expression, although the nose was not roman. His
eyes appeared very dark, but in the daylight were greenish hazel.
Usually he talked with the girl in Gaelic, but was now speaking
English, a far purer English than that of most English people,
though with something of the character of book-English as
distinguished from conversation-English, and a very perceptible
accent.

"And when was it you heard from Lachlan, Annie?" he asked.

After a moment's pause, during which she had been putting away
things in a drawer of the counter—not so big as many a kitchen
dresser—

"Last Thursday it was, sir," answered the girl. "You know we hear
every month, sometimes oftener."

"Yes; I know that.—I hope the dear fellow is well?"

"He is quite well and of good hope. He says he will soon come and
see us now."

"And take you away, Annie?"

"Well, sir," returned Annie, after a moment's hesitation, "he does
not SAY so!"

"If he did not mean it, he would be a rascal, and I should have to
kill him. But my life on Lachlan's honesty!"

"Thank you, sir. He would lay down his for you."

"Not if you said to him, DON'T!-eh, Annie?"

"But he would, Macruadh!" returned the young woman, almost angrily.


"Are not you his chief?"



"Ah, that is all over now, my girl! There are no chiefs, and no
clans any more! The chiefs that need not, yet sell their land like
Esau for a mess of pottage—and their brothers with it! And the
Sasunnach who buys it, claims rights over them that never grew on
the land or were hid in its caves! Thank God, the poor man is not
their slave, but he is the worse off, for they will not let him eat,
and he has nowhere to go. My heart is like to break for my people.
Sometimes I feel as if I would gladly die."

"Oh, sir! don't say that!" expostulated the young woman, and her
voice trembled. "Every heart in Glenruadh is glad when it goes well
with the Macruadh."

"Yes, yes; I know you all love my father's son and my uncle's
nephew; but how can it go well with the Macruadh when it goes ill
with his clan? There is no way now for a chief to be the father of
his people; we are all poor together! My uncle—God rest his
soul!—they managed it so, I suppose, as to persuade him there was
no help for it! Well, a man must be an honest man, even if there be
no way but ruin! God knows, as we've all heard my father say a
hundred times from the pulpit, there's no ruin but dishonesty! For
poverty and hard work, he's a poor creature would crouch for those!"

"He who well goes down hill, holds his head up!" said Annie, and a
pause followed.

"There are strangers at the New House, we hear," she said.

"From a distance I saw some young ladies, and one or two men. I
don't desire to see more of them. God forbid I should wish them any
manner of harm! but—I hardly understand myself—I don't like to see
them there. I am afraid it is pride. They are rich, I hear, so we
shall not be troubled with attention from them; they will look down
upon us."

"Look down on the Macruadh!" exclaimed Annie, as if she could not
believe her ears.

"Not that I should heed that!" he went on. "A cock on the barn-ridge
looks down on you, and you don't feel offended! What I do dread is
looking down on them. There is something in me that can hate, Annie,
and I fear it. There is something about the land—I don't care about
money, but I feel like a miser about the land!—I don't mean ANY
land; I shouldn't care to buy land unless it had once been ours; but
what came down to me from my own people—with my own people upon
it—I would rather turn the spigot of the molten gold and let it run
down the abyss, than a rood of that slip from me! I feel it even a
disgrace to have lost what of it I never had!"

"Indeed, Macruadh," said Annie, "it's a hard time! There is no money
in the country! And fast the people are going after Lachlan!"
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